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THE INFLUENCE OF HEALTHY RELATIONSHIP 
 
FORMATION AND TEEN DATING VIOLENCE: 
 
A QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS OF SOUTH ASIAN YOUTH 
 
RESIDING IN THE UNITED STATES 
 
MAYA INDIRA RAGAVAN 
ABSTRACT 
 Teen dating violence (TDV) has well-documented detrimental health effects. 
Scant research has examined the perspectives of ethnically diverse youth about the 
impact of culture on TDV. We sought to explore the intersection between culture and 
TDV specifically for South Asian adolescents residing in the US. We conducted semi-
structured interviews with South Asian adolescents aged 16-21. The interview guide had 
three parts: 1) exploring participants’ perspectives on TDV and healthy relationships 
within the South Asian community; 2) examining how different components of their 
cultural identity impact their romantic relationships; and 3) understanding ideas for TDV 
prevention programs for South Asian youth. Interview transcripts were coded using 
thematic analysis. Twenty-five adolescent females participated; the majority (76%) trace 
their heritage to India, were born abroad (62%), and are in college (80%). The majority 
believed that dating was stigmatized within the South Asian community, forcing youth to 
hide relationships from their parents. Participants described aspects of culture that may 
negatively impact relationships (e.g. patriarchal attitudes and fear of stigma), as well as 
those that may protect teens (e.g. close-knit community). Conflicts about dating due to 
generational differences were also discussed. Adolescents suggested programs for South 
		 vi 
Asian youth focused on engaging parents in conversations about TDV and promoting 
gender equity. About half thought TDV prevention programs should be culturally-
tailored for South Asian youth, while others believed multicultural programs would be 
more effective. Although South Asian culture may confer some protection for youth 
experiencing TDV, stigma against dating and generational differences may create unique 
challenges. Future work should examine how to mediate parent-adolescent cultural 
conflicts around dating.  
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Literature Review 
 Teen dating violence (TDV), also called adolescent relationship abuse, is defined 
by the National Institute of Justice as “physical, psychological or sexual abuse; 
harassment; or stalking of any person ages 12-18 in the context of a past or present 
romantic or consensual relationship” (National Institute of Justice, 2017). According to 
the National Survey on Teen Relationships and Intimate Violence, 69% of teenagers have 
experienced TDV at some point in their lifetimes (66% reported psychological abuse; 
18% sexual abuse; and 18% physical abuse; Taylor & Mumford, 2016).  TDV has well-
known detrimental physical, psychological, and sexual health impacts including 
increased depression/anxiety, suicidality, more substance use, unwanted pregnancies, 
experiencing reproductive coercion, bullying via technology or social media, and 
unhealthy weight control behaviors (Exner-Cortens, Eckenrode, & Rothman, 2013; 
Miller & McCauley, 2013; Silverman, Raj, Mucci, & Hathway, 2001). Adolescents 
reporting TDV are also more likely to subsequently experience domestic violence (DV) 
as adults (Exner-Cortens et al., 2013). Therefore, over the last decade, several evidence-
based programs for adolescents have been developed to promote healthy relationships 
such as Safe Dates, Coaching Boys into Men, and Fourth R: Skills for Youth 
Relationships (Foshee et al., 1998; Miller et al., 2012; Wolfe et al., 2009).  
 The violence prevention field has described an urgent need to consider cultural 
sensitivity in both research and community-based interventions. For example, Sokoloff 
and Dupont (2005) described an “intersectionality framework” that considers the 
relationship between multiple aspects of a DV survivors’ identity including gender, 
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cultural background, immigration status, sexual orientation, and race/ethnicity. Similarly, 
Serrata et al. (2017) discussed the importance of utilizing the expertise of culturally-
specific DV agencies, or groups that provide culturally tailored services to marginalized 
or minority communities. The focus on survivors’ intersectional cultural background has 
extended to the TDV literature. For example, Kerig, Volz, Moeddel, and Cuellar (2010) 
outlined the importance of adapting TDV programs to address youths’ culture, ethnic 
background, and gender. Additionally, a recent review of TDV research highlighted an 
urgent need to develop and evaluate programs that consider acculturative stress and 
ethnic identity among Latino youth (Malhotra, Gonzalez-Guarda, & Mitchell, 2015).  
There remains a dearth of research on the intersection between TDV and culture 
for South Asian youth residing in the US.1 South Asians include individuals who trace 
their ancestry to Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, the Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka 
as well as the diaspora (South Asian Americans Leading Together [SAALT], 2015). 
South Asians are the fastest growing ethnic group in the US (SAALT, 2015). Emerging 
research focused on DV among South Asian immigrant adult women suggests specific 
challenges for South Asian women experiencing DV including abuse by other members 
of the family; stigma or shame; isolation; fear of divorce; language barriers; and abuse 
related to dowry (Abraham, 2000; Goel, 2005; Kallivayalil, 2010; Raj, Livramento, 
Santana, & Gupta, 2006). Patriarchal attitudes and traditional gender norms are also 
pervasive within the South Asian community and may be related to DV being perceived 
as acceptable (Ahmad, Driver, McNally, & Stewart, 2009; Ahmad, Riaz, Barata, & 
Stewart, 2004). To serve the specific needs and lived experiences of this community, 
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several culturally-specific South Asian DV agencies have formed throughout the country 
(Kapur, Zajicek, & Gaber, 2017).  
 Despite a recent interest in the needs of South Asian women experiencing DV, to 
our knowledge, little research has focused on South Asian youth experiencing TDV. 
South Asian youth, especially those who are second-generation immigrants (born in the 
US, parents born abroad) or 1.5 generation immigrants (moved to the US before the age 
of 13) may have different cultural values, practices, and identities compared with their 
parents (Giguere, Lalonde, Lou, 2010; Schwartz, Under, Zamboanga, & Szapocznik, 
2010; Telzer, 2010; Waters & Pineau, 2015). In fact, a recent qualitative study focused on 
the needs of South Asian children in the US exposed to DV conveyed the complex 
relationship between culture and trauma, suggesting that South Asian culture may both 
provide protection and create unique challenges for children (Ragavan, Fikre, Milner, & 
Bair-Merritt, 2018). However, it is unclear how South Asian culture may impact South 
Asian youths’ ability to form healthy romantic relationships. Further, a few past studies 
of Latino families have considered the potential relationship between parent-adolescent 
intergenerational cultural conflicts and youths’ attitudes about TDV, although to our 
knowledge similar work has not been conducted in the South Asian community (Hokoda, 
Gavan, Malcarne, Castaneda, & Ulloa, 2007; Malhotra et al., 2015). To design 
meaningful and culturally-appropriate TDV prevention programs for South Asian youth, 
we must understand their perspectives on the intersection between South Asian culture 
and TDV/healthy relationships.  
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Conceptual Model 
We used an intersectionality framework as a theoretical underpinning to frame the 
interview guide. The intersectionality framework conceptualizes an individual’s culture 
as a composite of multiple interweaving factors such as age, race, class, ethnicity, gender, 
sexual orientation, immigration status, and others (Sokoloff & Dupont, 2005). This 
framework also underscores the effects of interlocking systems of both privilege and 
oppression. As the field of public health embraces the complexities of health disparities, 
the intersectionality framework is an ideal way to conceptualize an individual’s identity 
and lived experiences (Bowleg, 2012).   
South Asian adolescents living in the US are presumed to have multiple 
intersecting identities related to their bicultural background. In fact, the intersectionality 
framework may be an ideal way to understand the complex needs and lives experiences 
of immigrant families (Viruell-Fuentes, Miranda & Abdulrahim, 2012). Therefore, we 
chose this framework to thoroughly explore the complex identities of South Asian youth. 
We specifically focused on three probable aspects of participants’ identities: their cultural 
background (e.g. South Asian), their gender, and any generational differences between 
themselves and their parents.  
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Research Goals 
The goal of this study was to explore the perspectives of South Asian adolescents 
residing in the US on healthy relationship formation and TDV. Specifically, we aimed to 
1) examine participants’ perspectives on TDV and healthy relationships within the South 
Asian community; 2) understand how different components of their cultural identity---
immigrant generation, gender, and ethnic background---impact their romantic 
relationships; and 3) explore potential TDV prevention program models. 
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Methods 
Study Design 
We conducted semi-structured interviews with South Asian adolescents residing 
in the northeastern part of the US. A qualitative approach was chosen because it is an 
ideal method to examine nuanced topics, develop hypotheses, and provide a framework 
for further quantitative studies (Patton, 2015). The research team consisted of an 
academic pediatrician with experience conducting violence-related research in the US 
and India (MR), a qualitative methods expert (ARE), an undergraduate research assistant 
with qualitative research experience (TF), and two senior violence prevention researcher 
and academic pediatricians (CK and MBM). Boston University Medical Campus/Boston 
Medical Center’s Institutional Review Board approved this study.  
Development of the Interview Guide 
The interview guide had four sections: 1) aspects of South Asian culture that may 
impact formation of healthy teen relationships (e.g., How does South Asian culture 
impact adolescents’ romantic relationships?); 2) exploration of generational differences 
between South Asian parent-adolescent dyads regarding healthy relationships and TDV 
(e.g., Are there any differences in the ways your generation versus your parent’s 
generation view healthy romantic relationships? What about teen dating violence?); 3) 
the role of gender (e.g., Tell me what it is like to be a South Asian woman (or man)? How 
does it impact your romantic relationships?); and 4) participants’ ideas about TDV 
prevention programs for South Asian youth (If you had a magic wand and could create 
any program you wanted, tell me about your ideal healthy relationship or teen dating 
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violence program for South Asian youth?). Prior to beginning interviews, the research 
team and two South Asian youth reviewed the guide to ensure the questions were easily 
understood and relevant.  
Participant Recruitment 
We recruited participants with the assistance of three organizations (two in New 
York and one in Boston) that specifically serve the South Asian community. These 
organizations provide an array of services including case management, economic 
empowerment, computer classes, women’s empowerment, job readiness, counseling, and 
youth programs. Representatives from the organizations sent an advertisement about the 
project on their listservs and also shared the project with interested youth. Youth who 
were 18 years of age or older independently contacted MR to set up a time for the 
interview. Youth who were 16 or 17 years old were instructed to have a parent contact 
MR via phone to obtain parental consent. If the parent agreed, the youth then contacted 
MR to set up a time for the interview. To be included in this study, a participant had to 1) 
identify as South Asian; 2) be between the ages of 16 to 21; and 3) and speak and 
understand English.  
Data Collection 
Interviews were conducted by MR on a secure conference call line or in-person in 
a private room. Participants 18 and older were given the choice of a phone versus in-
person interview; for safety purposes all interviews for youth younger than 18 were 
conducted in-person. Participants provided verbal consent/assent prior to starting the 
interviews. All interviews were audio-recorded and lasted 30-60 minutes. The interviewer 
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obtained demographic information including age, year in school (if applicable), place of 
birth, family’s ancestry, and number of years living in the US (if applicable). Participants 
received a 30-dollar gift card. Interviews and coding of interview transcripts continued 
simultaneously until data saturation was reached, when no new themes emerged (Guest, 
Bunce, & Johnson, 2006). The interviews were completed between August 2017 and 
December 2017.  
Data Transcription and Analysis 
Data Analysis 
We used a thematic-analysis approach for data coding and analysis (Braun & 
Clarke, 2006). Our goal was to initially stay aligned with the intersectionality framework 
and then allow other relevant codes to emerge inductively. Therefore, we started with 
three a-priori codes: “South Asian culture”, “generational differences” and “gender 
identity” matching our use of the intersectionality framework. All other codes emerged 
inductively based on the participants’ perspectives. Whenever possible, we developed in-
vivo codes that matched the language of the participants (Charmaz, 2014). For example, 
one of our codes was “the Brown connection”, as that was a phrase used by participants 
to explain how the South Asian community is connected to one another. We also paid 
close attention to triangulation of data, particularly through analyst triangulation (Patton, 
2015). As described below, two individuals coded each transcript and the full research 
team assisted with focused coding and theme development.  
The analysis process occurred in five steps. First, each audiorecording was 
transcribed verbatim and cross-checked by MR to ensure accuracy. Second, two authors 
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(MR and TF) uploaded each transcript into the DeDoose software package, which we 
used as an organizational tool (DeDoose, 2016). MR and TF read each transcript to 
understand the participants’ perspectives prior to commencing the coding process. MR 
and TF then completed initial coding of the transcripts, by independently coding each 
transcript line-by-line (Charmaz, 2014). We added new codes and their definitions to an 
iteratively developed codebook that both coders could access. Additionally, while coding, 
both coders created memos which contained reflections about the data and the coding 
process (Charmaz, 2014; Patton, 2015). After coding between three to four transcripts, 
the two coders met to discuss each code on our individually coded transcripts until 
consensus was reached. During these meetings, we also shared our memos and reflected 
on the data. We completed this process three times until we had coded 10 transcripts.  
Next, the coders shared emerging data with the full research team to conduct 
focused coding (Charmaz, 2014). The full codebook was reviewed and codes were 
categorized and consolidated. For example, we had the codes “what will people say” and 
“worried about community perceptions”; upon close review the team realized these two 
codes had the same meaning and thus were consolidated into the code “what will people 
say” to closely match the language of the participants.  At this time, the research team 
also reviewed the interview guide and made changes based on emerging codes. For 
example, after the first 10 interviews, the team added a specific question about the 
experience of hiding relationships from parents.  
MR and TF then began individually coding transcripts line-by-line in the same 
process as described above. The coders continued to meet after completing the coding of 
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three to four transcripts to discuss discrepancies and reflect on the data. Finally, after MR 
and TF finished coding all interviews, the research team conducted another round of 
focused coding. MR and TF then reviewed the codes together and consolidated them into 
recurrent themes. The themes were then presented to the full research team who agreed 
with our categorization. Two of the initial a-prioi codes (“South Asian culture” and 
“gender identity”) were elevated into themes as other inductive codes fit under these 
headings. The third a-priori code (“generational differences”) did not emerge as a major 
theme; however, it played a role in how TDV was conceptualized by participants as 
discussed in the results section.  
 
Results 
 Twenty-five adolescents participated in this study. 100% of the participants 
identified as women. Ten participants (40%) were born in the US but their parents were 
born abroad (second-generation immigrant), 13 (52%) were born abroad and moved to 
the US before the age of 13 (1.5 generation immigrant), 1 (4%) was born abroad and 
moved to the US as a teenager, and 1 (4%) was born abroad and a member of the South 
Asian diaspora, moving to the US for college. The majority (76%) traced their ancestry to 
India and were currently in college (80%). See Table 1 for demographic information on 
the participants. Five key themes emerged: 1) dating is stigmatized; 2) arranged 
marriages; 3) South Asian culture: protection and challenges; 4) gender identity and 
patriarchal attitudes; and 5) culturally-tailoring TDV programs.  
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Theme 1: Dating is Stigmatized  
The majority of participants explained that South Asian parents disapprove of 
dating. This taboo made it challenging for youth to speak to their parents about 
relationships, forcing them to date secretly. Participants overwhelmingly thought that 
hiding relationships was detrimental to the formation of healthy relationships: “If you’re 
constantly worrying about whether or not your parents are going to find out or if they are 
going to accept it, if that’s all that’s on your mind instead of actually enjoying your 
relationship, that’s not healthy.” (Participant ID #21). Another participant explained that 
while many of her friends’ relationships were not violent, she was concerned about the 
stress involved in hiding relationships: “I feel like the relationships that I’ve seen my 
South Asian friends in, they’ve been perfectly nonviolent. But I would say health wise, I 
think there have been some issues in the sense that they date in secret.” (Participant ID 
#18) Several participants thought that parents’ disapproval of dating stemmed from 
generational differences (as described in the arranged marriages theme below). Others 
thought it was related to South Asian parents’ emphasis on education: “I said ‘Mom, I 
can start dating?’ She’s like, ‘Just focus on your academics.’  They [South Asian parents] 
think that once you start dating, you’re going to slack off on academics and you’re just 
going to ruin your life.” (Participant ID # 21) 
Some participants also felt that the taboo associated with dating would add 
challenges for teens experiencing TDV. One participant explained: “There are definitely 
conservative families where you can’t talk about dating. So, if you are experiencing 
dating violence, that is not going to come up with your family. They are not as 
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supportive.” (Participant ID #5) She went on to explain that she perceives other 
communities to be more accepting of dating:  
If you were to talk to your White parents, they would be more supportive because 
it is okay to talk about dating. They will drive you to your date when you are 13. 
But, a conservative Indian mom they don’t want you dating, that closes off the 
entire conversation regarding dating and violence if it is happening. 
Another adolescent discussed why her friend, who the participant thinks is in an 
unhealthy relationship, may not want to talk to her parents: “I think in general her parents 
would be like, ‘This is what happens when you pick your own guy and do this’ They 
would start pointing fingers like that. Why would you want to deal with that?” 
(Participant ID #17) 
A few teens who had experienced TDV held similar opinions, noting the 
challenges they faced hiding their relationships from their parents. One adolescent stated: 
“Well, I was in a really unhealthy relationship like two years ago and it got really toxic. 
But the one thing I couldn’t do was talk to my parents about it. That was so difficult for 
me.” (Participant ID # 24) Another described a similar experience, but explained how she 
eventually was able to engage with her mother:  
I wasn’t allowed to date in high school, but I had a relationship where it wasn’t 
that good.  After I broke up with him, I told my mom [that when I] was going 
through so much stuff, I couldn’t even talk to her. I think she definitely realized 
like, whoa, I messed up.  I should have a conversation with my daughter because 
if I keep telling her no, she’s not going to come to me for anything.  So, in my 
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second relationship, she was like constantly and actively there. (Participant ID 
#19) 
Seven participants disagreed, expressing the opinion that they were able to speak 
to their parents about dating and TDV. When asked if she felt comfortable talking to her 
parents about TDV, one participant said: “We can have an open conversation about it. 
I’ve never had a conversation with my parents about domestic [dating] violence. But you 
know if something did come up, I wouldn’t have a problem talking to them about it.” 
(Participant ID # 20). Another participant held a similar perspective: “I absolutely would 
[talk about relationships]. I have two older sisters and I’m very open with them as well. . . 
. I think they’re very open-minded people.” (Participant ID #23).  
 Many participants thought it was important to remove barriers to communication 
between parents and adolescent to promote healthy teen relationships. One participant 
explained: “I feel like parents need to try to be more open with their kids so that their kids 
just more comfortable and open to talking to their parents and telling them what's actually 
up.” (Participant ID #13) Some participants suggested specific programs to engage 
parent-adolescent dyads in conversations about healthy relationships:  
That would be a good idea to have the parents go [to classes] with their own 
children – so it will be easier for the parents and children to have the conversation 
at home. Because most of the time in South Asian culture, you’re never going to 
sit down and be like, “So, what do you think about me being in a relationship?” 
(Participant ID #22)  
Another participant described an activity at a South-Asian focused youth program she 
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attended where she interviewed her parents about their thoughts on healthy relationships: 
“I asked her [mother] how she learned about domestic violence. She just learnt it through 
experience, but she did talk about signs of unhealthy and healthy relationships.” 
(Participant ID #10) 
Theme 2: Arranged Marriages 
Many participants explained how arranged marriages were deeply rooted within 
South Asian culture. Participants described a spectrum of different types of arranged 
marriages, ranging from not meeting the spouse until the day of the wedding to having 
parents involved in the selection of a spouse. One participant stated:  
My cousin . . . so basically, her parents started talking about potential guys. Then 
for about a year, they [cousin and her husband] just talked and got to know each 
other, and then that all happened after the parents researched the family, 
researched the guy. The best thing about my family is that they give them time to 
get to know each other, like, they had an entire year. What they do in other places 
in India from what I’ve heard and even some of my friends’ parents actually, they 
don’t meet until two days before the wedding or the day of the wedding. 
(Participant ID # 21) 
 Many participants described generational differences regarding arranged 
marriages, which may factor into why South Asian parents and adolescents espouse 
different views about dating:  
I feel like my parents’ generation, like all the families I know, were arranged 
marriages. I think its way different now, because nowadays we are dating. Parents 
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aren’t used to dating . . . like for my parents they haven’t dated, they just got 
married. (Participant ID #10).  
Another participant held a similar opinion: “My parents, they had an arranged marriage 
and everyone in my family, they had an arranged marriage.  So, I personally don't know 
how to approach that conversation with my parents.  I kind of just keep relationships to 
myself.” (Participant ID #13) 
Most participants stated that they and their South Asian friends do not want to 
pursue arranged marriages. Some were adamant about it: “For me and my friends, I know 
that we are all kind of like, “Let’s just get married later. Let’s not get into arranged 
marriages. Let’s do whatever we want.” (Participant ID #17) Another participant held a 
similar perspective, which stood in contrast to her family’s beliefs: “My family wants me 
to have an arranged marriage. I tell my mom ‘You realize there’s no way I would ever do 
that.’ She knows but doesn’t want to admit it.” (Participant ID # 21) Others described 
some ambivalence toward arranged marriages: “My parents would love to get me an 
arranged marriage. I don’t mind it.  Like if I don’t find anyone, I don’t mind them getting 
[me] an arranged marriage.” (Participant ID #24). Another participant described how she 
is not interested in an arranged marriage, but some of her friends are open to the idea: “I 
guess that idea has just been so ingrained in them [her friends], they don’t even see other 
options. Some of them say they thought that it [arranged marriages] was cute or 
something.” (Participant ID #19).  
The majority of participants also felt that their parents wouldn’t force them to get 
an arranged marriage. However, some thought that adolescent women faced more 
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pressure to enter arranged marriages than their male counterparts:  
I know a lot of friends whose parents want to have arranged marriages for their 
daughters, especially. And I’ve realized that a lot of families, this isn’t very much 
imposed on men but it is on women. And that angers me a little bit. It’s like girls 
can’t have the independence to find their own healthy relationships. (Participant 
ID #20)  
Theme 3: South Asian Culture: Protection and Challenges 
Participants described aspects of South Asian culture that they thought may be 
helpful or harmful to formation of healthy relationships. Some participants described 
perceived protective aspects of South Asian culture, particularly that it is community-
oriented. One youth, who had been exposed to adult DV as a child, described how the 
South Asian community may help an adult DV survivor:  
There is a strong sense of community within the South Asian community. There is 
this way of taking care of each other. That if they see someone who is struggling, 
like in a bad relationship they will take them in as their own. (Participant ID #2).  
A few participants also thought that simply having other South Asian friends could be 
helpful: 
 Definitely having trusted friends that you can go to, that are, in my opinion, 
South Asian, would help if there were any relationship issues . . . consulting with 
them and having them going through a similar situation and telling me what to do 
after, was definitely helpful, and was kind of, like, protection. (Participant ID # 
14).  
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Finally, although not discussed in the context of healthy relationships, many participants 
described aspects of South Asian culture they enjoyed including festivals, clothes, 
dancing, music, and food.  
Other participants noted aspects of South Asian culture that may be challenging 
for youth in romantic relationships. Some participants described poor role modelling in 
the Indian film industry (Bollywood), which may affect how youth view healthy 
relationships. One participant stated:  
I think Bollywood has a lot to do with it.  There are scenes where a guy grabs a 
girl and it’s supposed to be cute and fun, but he is grabbing someone who does 
not want to be touched and then at the end of the song she is flirting. Then teens 
think that is normal. (Participant ID #1)  
Others described aspects of South Asian culture---particularly the need to protect a 
family’s reputation, the concern about what people will say, and the need to project an 
image of perfection---that may make it challenging for adolescents experiencing TDV. 
One participant relayed stigma inherent in leaving a relationship: “I mean it’s probably 
just South Asian culture but even if they want to get out of a relationship, like a wrong 
marriage, they’ll still be in it because they’re afraid of what society thinks.” (Participant 
ID #22) Another participant noted that dating itself is stigmatized and parents are worried 
that if it is discussed openly, they may be judged by other members of the community:  
OK let’s say your daughter is dating and is in a violent relationship. If other 
people hear about it, it may cause problems. I’ve heard stories from my mom that 
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people think the other family isn’t doing the right job, not making the right 
decisions for their daughters. People just talk and they judge. (Participant ID #20) 
Theme 4: Gender Identity and Patriarchal Attitudes 
 Many participants described the specific challenges they faced as South Asian 
women, especially forming healthy relationships. They felt that South Asian culture was 
patriarchal and described a gendered double standard. One participant said: “Definitely in 
South Asian culture boys and girls are treated differently. It’s easier for me because I 
have 5 sisters. But with my cousins, the brother is older than the sister but the sister 
ended up getting married first.” (Participant ID #7) Another participant described her 
own experiences: “If my mom is in the kitchen and even if my brother is next to her and 
I’m upstairs, she’s going to probably call for me and ask me for help. It’s been that way 
since the beginning.” (Participant ID # 19). 
The majority of participants thought patriarchal attitudes played a fundamental 
role in the propagation of partner violence within the South Asian community. One 
participant thought about adult DV: “I think what makes domestic abuse more common is 
the way that in South Asian culture the men are the heads of the household. . . . I think 
that kind of allows for the men to let out their frustrations on their significant others.” 
(Participant ID # 15) Another participant held a similar opinion, describing how 
patriarchal cultural norms may lead to dating violence:  
South Asian women are extremely controlled. What I mean by that is, ever since 
you're young, you listen to the head of the household to tell you everything. So, I 
think that leads to very unhealthy dating practices because, South Asian women, 
		
19 
they have that mindset that- okay, I grew up in this household where I was scared 
of my father and I couldn't say anything. So then, they shift that view to their 
dating life, and they go by whatever their partner says and tells them to do. I think 
that's a very unhealthy correlation. (Participant ID # 14) 
 Many participants thought these attitudes were shifting over time: “I feel like 
nowadays South Asian men and women understand what they deserve and what they 
expect. I don't think there’s that old mentality where oh, I’m the man, I’m better.” 
(Participant ID #22) They also felt that there were generational differences between 
themselves and their parents regarding patriarchal attitudes: “For my parents’ generation, 
the women usually stay at home and raise the child and the guy goes out and works.  
Times are changing now.” (Participant ID #12) Another participant agreed, stating: “I 
think it [patriarchal attitudes] has not completely gone away, and it won’t be anytime 
soon, but I think my generation and the generations to come, are definitely changing 
because we’re becoming more independent.” (Participant ID #14) Many participants also 
described strong female role models in the South Asian community who are working to 
change patriarchal attitudes. One adolescent spoke about her mother:  
I was adopted from Calcutta and my mom is a single mom and she is very, very 
liberal. So, she wouldn’t support any power imbalance. She had an arranged 
marriage and the second he asked for a dowry, she was like, “I am done.” She left 
and she came here. (Participant ID # 5) 
Participants also discussed the importance of programs focused on promoting 
gender equity. One participant said: “I think we should talk about women’s 
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empowerment and how they are equal to men.” (Participant ID #23) The majority of 
participants thought that to promote gender equity, South Asian adolescent men should 
receive education about healthy relationships. One participant stated:  
I think they [South Asian adolescent men] play a very, very important role. It’s so 
important for them to set a standard about how different the view needs to be 
versus what their father’s view was, or their grandfather’s view, or what happened 
200 years ago. I guess, step away from the male dominated view.” (Participant ID 
#14)  
Theme 5: Culturally-tailoring TDV Programs 
About half of the participants recommended providing culturally-tailored TDV 
prevention programs for South Asian youth. Participants described a variety of ways to 
provide culturally-specific programs including highlighting the positive aspects of South 
Asian culture, using South Asian facilitators, including discussion of barriers specific to 
South Asian youth, and partnering with South Asian organizations. One participant 
thought it would be helpful to underscore the positive aspects of South Asian culture:  
I think some South Asian youth feel it’s South Asian culture that allows for 
domestic or dating violence, which in some aspects is true but it’s not necessarily 
a reason to completely isolate yourself from your identity. Providing examples 
within South Asian culture to show there are people who are actively working 
against violence or view relationships differently so people don’t feel they have to 
leave behind their identity in order to be healthy. (Participant ID # 2) 
Others thought culturally-tailored programs would allow judgement-free discussion of 
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barriers faced by South Asian youth:  
Yeah, I think my South Asian friends would understand it, but there’s some 
people who are like, "It’s not a big deal, you could just date. My parents let me 
date at 15." That’s why I feel the culture part is good because you can connect 
[with South Asians], and you just have to really explain yourself to other people 
that are not South Asian. (Participant ID #10)  
Some participants also described the utility of engaging South Asian facilitators to 
lead programs. One participant relayed how helpful it was for her to attend a workshop 
led by other South Asian young women:  
It was helpful to be around a lot of South Asian women. I would go to a meeting 
where we would drink tea and I would be around all of these amazing women 
who were free to do what they want without limitation. That was really good for 
me to see the possibilities and the range of where life could take a 
person. (Participant # 4) 
Other participants noted that incorporating South Asian facilitators was particularly 
important for programs addressing the parent-adolescent dyad:  
Being South Asian would definitely be more helpful because if there was a 
Western speaker or like any other race, parents would say, “They just want us to 
be like them now, I don't want to raise my kids the way you raise your kids.” 
(Participant ID #22) 
The other half of participants thought it would better to have TDV prevention 
programs for all youth. A few thought forming healthy relationships and experiencing 
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TDV were universal adolescent experiences rather than ones specific to South Asian 
youth: “Most people go through it and it happens in every culture or background or place, 
and I feel like it would be a sense of unity to help everybody out, instead of just putting 
people in categories.” (Participant ID #7) Another participant explained that culturally-
tailored programs should focus on first-generation as opposed to second-generation 
immigrants:  
I don’t know if it is worth having separate programs just for second 
generations…if you have grown up here your whole life, you can probably relate 
to the White participants in the program. But, for first-generation, I definitely 
think that should be separate because they probably don’t know the language that 
well and they feel more comfortable with people that immigrated here recently.” 
(Participant ID #5)  
Some participants thought that programs should include both culturally-specific 
and general components, to cater to youth with different cultural identities: “I have some 
friends that I think would feel more comfortable in the South Asian community. But I 
have some friends who don't associate themselves as South Asian. They consider 
themselves more American. The program should include everyone.” (Participant ID #8) 
Another held a similar opinion: “In the beginning focus on South Asians, but it would be 
nice to open it up because even people who aren’t South Asian could be experiencing the 
same questions or could have their own input.” (Participant ID #16) 
 Finally, a few participants explained that including multicultural perspectives 
may be helpful, especially because dating violence is stigmatized within South Asian 
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culture. One participant said: “I was raised to not talk back. To be able to voice those 
concerns to someone who is the same background as me, I feel that might be more 
difficult than someone who is a different background.” (Participant ID #2) She went on to 
explain she would prefer not using culturally-sensitive organizations that serve the South 
Asian community: “I don’t know it might be too much like home. Even if obviously it’s 
confidential I would just would feel like I’m telling someone that I’m almost related to.” 
Discussion 
This study describes the perspectives of South Asian adolescents residing in the 
US regarding how South Asian culture influences healthy relationship development and 
TDV. South Asian parents’ lack of familiarity with and stigma against dating made it 
challenging for youth to engage in conversations with their parents about unhealthy 
relationships. Patriarchal attitudes were considered to be deeply rooted within South 
Asian culture, although the current generation of youth were less likely to espouse these 
views. Some participants thought that TDV prevention programs for South Asian youth 
should be culturally-tailored while others felt that a universal approach was more 
appropriate. When developing these programs, it may also be useful to consider the 
unique needs and lived experiences of South Asian youth.  
Many participants described that dating is stigmatized within the South Asian 
community, which may lead youth to hide relationships from their parents. Past studies 
have discussed how South Asian parents are generally unfamiliar with and wary of 
dating, which may subsequently lead to parent-adolescent conflict (Deepak, 2005; 
Nesteruk & Gramescu, 2012). The current study suggests that parent-adolescent dyadic 
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differences in thoughts about dating may limit the support systems of teens experiencing 
TDV, as many may not feel comfortable talking with their parents about the violence 
they are experiencing. Improved parent-adolescent communication and close parent-
adolescent relationships may help teens form healthy relationships, thereby offering a 
modifiable target for interventions (Gonzalez-Guarda et al., 2014; S. Miller et al., 2015; 
Mumford, Liu & Taylor 2016). A recent evaluation of a TDV initiative that included 
implementing an in-school curriculum, engaging parents and other stakeholders, and 
using social media (Start Strong) found better parent-child communication for the 
intervention versus control group (Miller et al., 2015). Likewise, an evaluation of a 
family-based TDV prevention program (Safe Dates) found that participation in the 
program improved parental knowledge about TDV as well as parent-adolescent 
communication (Foshee et al., 2012). The results from the current study further suggest 
the importance of parental involvement in interventions for South Asian youth, with a 
focus on addressing parent-adolescent cultural differences and helping parents support 
their children develop healthy relationships.    
Participants described the intersection between patriarchal attitudes and TDV, 
stating that South Asian cultures’ male preference may influence healthy relationship 
formation. This result adds to past studies of adolescents from different cultural groups 
showing an association between acceptance of traditional gender norms and TDV 
perpetration (Grest, Amaro, & Unger, 2018; Reed, Silverman, Raj, Decker, Miller, 2011; 
Reyes, Foshee, Niolon, Reidy, & Hall, 2015). Although many cultures have deeply 
rooted patriarchal beliefs, several studies of South Asian immigrant women have 
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specifically noted that patriarchal attitudes are linked with increased acceptability of DV 
and decreased help-seeking behaviors among DV survivors (Ahmad et al., 2009; Ahmed 
et al., 2004). Our study suggests that patriarchal attitudes may also influence how South 
Asian adolescent females conceptualize healthy relationships. However, our results also 
highlight generational differences as participants described less acceptance of patriarchal 
attitudes compared with their parents. Future work should consider the differences 
between South Asian parents and adolescents regarding the importance of patriarchal 
attitudes, as well as how these potential differences may add to intergenerational conflict.  
There was considerable variability in participants’ perspectives on the need for 
South-Asian specific TDV prevention programs. TDV was seen by some as deeply 
influenced by culture, and, to others, as a universal phenomenon that affects all youth. 
Participants’ responses about important factors to consider when developing programs for 
South Asian youth matched the intersectionality framework, which was the theoretical 
underpinning for the interview guide (Sokoloff & Dupont, 2005). For example, 
participants described the need to consider youths’ immigrant generation, gender, and 
cultural identity. They also noted that to engage parents, it may be necessary to focus 
more on South Asian culture, whereas for youth-only programs, either a culturally-
specific or multicultural approach may be effective 
Although some attention has been given to supporting immigrants experiencing 
DV through culturally-specific services (see Serrata et al., 2017), few culturally-tailored 
TDV prevention programs have been described in the literature. Belknap, Haglund, 
Felzer, Pruszynski, and Schneider (2012) described an interactive theater program 
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focused on engaging bicultural Latino youth and Enriquez, Kelly, Cheng, Hunter, and 
Mendez (2012) developed an in-school TDV intervention for first-generation Latino 
youth focused on promoting ethnic pride. However, to our knowledge, South Asian 
specific programs have rarely been described in the peer reviewed literature. The results 
of this study suggest that culturally-tailoring TDV prevention programs for South Asian 
youth may require different strategies than those used for DV interventions for first-
generation South Asian immigrant adults. Barrerra, Castro, Strycker, and Toobert (2013) 
outline key features of culturally-specific health interventions, such as bilingual services, 
accurate translations, improving social networks, and inclusion of culturally-familiar 
practices and values. While some of Barrera’s factors may be helpful (e.g. leveraging 
peer networks), when developing TDV prevention programs for South Asian youth it 
may be particularly useful to consider drawing on the positive aspects of bicultural 
identities, hearing perspectives from both within and outside of the South Asian 
community, exploring changing cultural norms, and mediating parent-adolescent cultural 
conflicts.  
This study is subject to some limitations. Although we tried to interview a diverse 
group of South Asian adolescents (in terms of age, immigrant generation, and country of 
origin), the majority of participants traced their heritage to India and were enrolled in 
college. Despite our recruitment efforts, we were unable to interview South Asian 
adolescent men. This may have been because of our recruitment methods and locations. 
Future studies should consider their perspectives about these topics. Additionally, we 
recruited participants from organizations serving the South Asian community, and 
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therefore recognize that the individuals who participated in this study may be different 
than those who do not belong to culturally-specific organizations. As this is qualitative 
research, the results may not be externally generalizable; however, we felt we included an 
appropriate sample size as we reached theoretical saturation.   
Limitations notwithstanding, the results of this exploratory study set the stage for 
further research and program development. Future work should consider the association 
between the degree to which dating is stigmatized within a family and adolescents’ 
reports of experiencing or perpetrating TDV. Understanding attitudes about healthy 
relationships and TDV among larger sample sizes of youth from different immigrant 
generations may also be useful. This work should consider exploring how acculturation 
impacts both South Asian youths’ attitudes about healthy relationships and whether they 
have experienced TDV. We also recommend future studies consider the perspectives of 
South Asian parents, and examine how parent-adolescent intergenerational cultural 
conflicts influence teens’ ability to form healthy relationships. Our study included older 
adolescents; however, early adolescents (ages 13-15), developmentally, tend to 
experience the most conflict with their parents, so their perspectives may be valuable to 
ascertain in the future (Keijsers & Poulin, 2013).  
The results of this study also highlight several areas for program development. 
TDV prevention programs specific for South Asian youth should be developed and 
rigorously evaluated. Input from youth, parents, educators, and other key stakeholders, is 
necessary to ensure these programs focus on the specific intersectional needs of South 
Asian youth.  One way to accomplish this may be through supporting innovative 
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community-based programming. For example, a South Asian DV agency in New York 
has recently partnered with a NYC-based organization in piloting a South Asian youth-
centered program to address sexual assault and TDV in the South Asian community (Y. 
Syed-Swift, personal communication, 1/9/2018). This and other similar culturally-
specific community-based work may benefit from funding, evaluation, and 
dissemination. General guidelines for how to develop culturally-tailored interventions for 
1.5 and second-generation youth would also prove beneficial. Additionally, for programs 
serving South Asian youth, it may be specifically useful to address potential parent-
adolescent cultural conflicts. Clinicians serving South Asian youth (e.g. pediatric 
healthcare and mental health providers) may also consider discussing with patients and 
families how cultural similarities and differences between parents and adolescents impact 
adolescents’ romantic relationship development.  
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Participants N=25  
Gender 
        Female 
 
25 (100%) 
Age 
16-17 
 
18 or older  
 
4 (16%) 
 
21 (84%) 
Occupation 
High-school student 
College student 
Working 
 
4 (16%) 
 
20 (80%) 
 
1 (4%) 
Family’s ancestry 
India 
Pakistan 
Bangladesh 
Nepal 
 
19 (76%) 
 
3 (12%) 
 
2 (8%) 
 
1 (4%) 
 
Place of birth 
Parents born in South Asia, participant born in the US 
(second-generation immigrant) 
 
Parents born in South Asia, participant born in South Asia, 
moved to the US before the age of 13 
 
Parents born in South Asia, participant born in South Asia, 
moved to the US after the age of 13  
 
Parents born in South Asia, participant born in South Asia 
moved abroad and then moved to the US for college. 
 
 
10 (40%) 
 
 
13 (52%) 
 
 
1 (4%) 
 
 
1 (4%) 
Table 1: Sociodemographic information of participants  
		
30 
References 
Abraham, M. (2000). Isolation as a form of marital violence: The South Asian immigrant 
experience. Journal of Social Distress and the Homeless, 9(3), 221-236.  
Ahmad, F., Driver, N., McNally, M. J., & Stewart, D. E. (2009). “Why doesn't she seek 
help for partner abuse?” An exploratory study with South Asian immigrant 
women. Social Science & Medicine, 69(4), 613-622.  
Ahmad, F., Riaz, S., Barata, P., & Stewart, D. E. (2004). Patriarchal beliefs and 
perceptions of abuse among South Asian immigrant women. Violence Against 
Women, 10(3), 262-282.  
Barrera, M., Catro, F. G., Strycker, L. A., & Toobert, D. J. (2013). Cultural adaptations of 
behavioral health interventions: A progress report. Journal of Consulting and 
Clinical Psychology, 81(2), 196-205.  
Belknap, R. A., Haglund, K., Felzer, H., Pruszynski, J., & Schneider, J. (2013). A theater 
intervention to prevent teen dating violence for Mexican-American middle school 
students. Journal of Adolescent Health, 53, 62-67. 
Bowleg L (2012). The problem with the phrase Women and Minorities: Intersectionality-
--an important theoretical framework for public health. American Journal of 
Public Health, 102(7), 1267-1273.  
Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative 
Research in Psychology, 3(2), 77-101.  
Dedoose 7.5.16. (2016). Web application for managing, analyzing, and presenting 
qualitative and mixed method research. Los Angeles, CA: SocioCultural Research 
		
31 
Consultants, LLC. 
Deepak, A. C. (2005). Parenting and the process of migration: Possibilities within South 
Asian families. Child Welfare, 84(5), 585-606. 
Enriquez, M., Kelly, P. J., Cheng, A., Hunter, J., & Mendez, E. An intervention to 
address interpersonal violence among low-income Midwestern Hispanic-
American teens. Journal of Immigrant and Miniority Health, 14(2), 292-299.  
Exner-Cortens D., Eckenrode, J., & Rothman, E. (2013). Longitundinal associations 
between teen dating violence victimaization and adverse health outcomes. 
Pediatrics, 131(1), 71-78. 
Foshee, V. A., Bauman, K. E., Arriaga, X. B., Helms, R. W., Koch, G. G., & Linder, G. 
(1998) A evaluation of Safe Dates, an adolescent dating violence prevention 
program. American Journal of Public Health, 88(1), 45-51. 
Foshee, V. A., Reyes, H. L., Ennett, S. T., Cance, J. D., Bauman, K. E., & Bowling, J. M. 
(2012). The effects of families for Safe Dates, a family-based teen dating abuse 
prevention program. Journal of Adolescent Health, 51(4), 349-356.   
Giguere, B., Lalonde, R., & Lou, E. (2010). Living at the crossroads of cultural worlds: 
The experience of normative conflicts by second generation immigrant youth. 
Social and Personality Psychology Compass, 4(1), 14-29.  
Goel, R. (2005). Sita’s Trousseau: Restorative justice, domestic violence, and South 
Asian culture. Violence Against Women, 11(5), 639-665.  
Gonzalez-Guarda, R. M., Cummings, A. M., Pino, K., Malhotra, K., Becerra, M. M., & 
Lopez, J. E. (2014). Peceptions of adolescents, parents, and school personnel form 
		
32 
a predominantly Cuban American community regarding dating and teen dating 
violence prevention. Research in Nursing & Health, 37, 117-127. 
Grest, C. V., Amaro, H., & Unger, J. (2018) Longitudinal predictors of intimate partner 
violence perpetration and victimization in Latino emerging adults. Journal of 
Youth and Adolescence, 47(3),  560–574. 
Guest, G., Bunce, A., & Johnson, L. (2006). How many interviews are enough?: An 
experiment with data saturation and variability. Field Methods, 18(1), 59-82.  
Hokoda, A., Galvan, D., Malcarne, V., Castaneda, D. M., & Ulloa, E. C. (2007). An 
exploratory study examining teen dating violence, acculturation and acculturative 
stress in Mexican American adolescents. Journal of Aggression, Maltreatment & 
Trauma, 14, 33-49.  
Kallivayalil, D. (2010). Narratives of suffering of South Asian immigrant survivors of 
domestic violence. Violence Against Women, 16(7), 789-811.  
Kapur, S., Zajicek, A. M., & Gaber, J. (2017). Nonprofit organizations serving domestic 
violence survivors: Addressing intersectional needs of Asian Indians. Affilia, 
32(7), 50-66.  
Keijsers, L. & Poulin, F. (2013). Developmental changes in parent-child communication 
throughout adolescence. Developmental Psychology, 49(12), 2301-2308.  
Kerig, P. G., Volz, A. R., Moeddel, M. A., & Cuellar, R (2010). Implementing dating 
violence prevention programs with flexibility, fidelity, and sensitivity to diversity: 
Lessons learned from Expect Respect. Journal of Agression, Maltreatment, & 
Trauma, 19(6), 661-680.  
		
33 
Malhotra, K., Gonzalez-Guarda, R., & Mitchell, E. (2015). A review of teen dating 
violence prevention research: What about Hispanic youth? Trauma, Violence, 
Abuse, 16, 444-465. 
Miller, E., & McCauley, H. L. (2013). Adolescent relationship abuse and reproductive 
and sexual coercion among teens. Current Opinion in Obstetrics Gynecology, 
25(5), 364-369.  
Miller, E., Tancredi, D. J., McCauley, H. L., Decker, M. R., Virata, M., Anderson, H. A, . 
. . Silverman, J. G. (2012). “Coaching boys into men”: A cluster-randomized 
controlled trial of a dating violence prevention program. Journal of Adolescent 
Health, 51, 431-438.  
Miller, S., Williams, J., Cutbush, S., Gibbs, D., Clinton-Sherrod, M., & Jones, S. (2015). 
Evaluation of the Start Strong initiative: Preventing teen dating violence and 
promoting healthy relationships among middle school students. Journal of 
Adoelscent Health, 56, 14-19.  
Mumford, E. A., Liu, W., Taylor, B. G. (2016). Parenting profiles and adolescent dating 
relationship abuse: Attitudes and experiences. Journal of Youth and Adolesence, 
45(5), 959-972.  
National Institute of Justice (2017). Teen dating violence. Modified 8/28/2017. Accessed 
1/8/2018. Retrieved from: https://www.nij.gov/topics/crime/intimate-partner-
violence/teen-dating-violence/pages/welcome.aspx 
Nesteruk, O., & Gramescu, A. (2012). Dating and mate selection among young adults 
from immigrant families. Marriage & Family Review, 48(1), 40-58. 
		
34 
Patton, M. Q. (2015). Qualitative Research and Evaluation Methods. Thousand Oaks, 
CA: Sage.  
Ragavan, M. I., Fikre, T., Millner, U., Bair-Merritt, M. (2018). The impact of domestic 
violence exposure on South Asian children in the United States: Perspectives of 
domestic violence agency staff. Child Abuse & Neglect, 76, 250-260.  
Raj, A., Livramento, K. N., Santana, M. C., Gupta, J., & Silverman, J. G. (2006). Victims 
of intimate partner violence more likely to report abuse from in-laws. Violence 
Against Women, 12(10), 936-949.  
Reed, E., Silverman, J. G., Raj, A., Decker, M. R., & Miller, E. (2011). Male perpetration 
of teen dating violence: Associations with neighborhood violence involvement, 
gender attitudes, and perceived peer and neighborhood norms. Journal of Urban 
Health, 88(2), 226-249. 
Reyes, H. L., Foshee, V. A., Niolon, P. H., Reidy, D. E., & Hall, J. E. Gender role 
attitudes and male adolescent dating violence perpetration: Normative beliefs as 
moderators. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 45(2), 350-360.  
Schwartz, S., Unger, J., Zamboanga, B., & Szapocznik, J. (2010). Rethinking the concept 
of acculturation: Implications for theory and research. American Psychologist, 65, 
237-251.  
Serrata, J., Macias, R., Rosales, A., Hernandez-Martinez, M., Rodriguez, R., & Perilla, J. 
(2017). Expanding evidence-based practice models for domestic violence 
initiatives: A community-centered approach. Psychology of Violence, 7(1), 158-
165. 
		
35 
Silverman, J. G., Raj, A. Mucci, L. A., Hathway J. E. (2001). Dating violence against 
adolescent girls and associatyed substance use, unhealthy weight control, sexual 
risk, behavior, pregnancy, and sucicidality. JAMA: The Journal of the American 
Medical Association, 286(5), 572-579.  
Sokoloff, N. J., & Dupont, I. (2005). Domestic violence at the intersections of race, class, 
and gender: Challenges and contributions to understanding violence against 
marginalized women in diverse communities. Violence Against Women, 11(1), 
38-64.  
South Asian Americans Leading Together [SAALT]. (2015). A Demographic Snapshot of 
South Asians in the United States. Retrieved on 4/27/17 from: http://saalt.org/wp-
content/uploads/2016/01/Demographic-Snapshot-updated_Dec-2015.pdf 
Taylor, B. G., & Mumford, E. A. (2016). A nationally descriptive portrait of adolescent 
relationship abuse: Results from the national survey on teen relationships and 
intimate violence. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 31(6), 963-988.  
Telzer, E. H. (2010). Expanding the acculturation gap-distress model: An integrative 
review of research. Human Development, 53, 313-340.  
Viruell-Fuentes, E. A., Miranda, P. Y., & Abdulrahim, S (2012). More than culture: 
Structural racism, intersectionality theory, and immigrant health. Social Science & 
Medicine, 75, 1099-2106.  
Waters, M. C. & Pineau, M. G. (2015). The Integration of Immigrants into American 
Society. Washington DC: National Academies Press. Retrieved from: 
https://www.nap.edu 
		
36 
Wolfe, D. A., Crooks, C., Jaffe, P., Chiodo, D., Hughes, R., Ellis, W. . . . Donner, A. 
(2009). A school-based program to prevent adolescent dating violence. Archives 
of Pediatrics and Adolescent Medicine, 163(8), 692-699. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
		
37 
CURRICULUM VITAE 
		
38 
	 39 
	 40 
		
41 
	 42 
		
43 
		
44 
		
45 
